Cardiovascular reactivity to stress: an examination of familial trends.
Mental stress elicits changes in cardiovascular functioning such as increases in blood pressure and heart rate and leads to biochemical changes which may facilitate the development of cardiovascular disease. This study examined the correlations between levels of cardiovascular change seen in healthy fathers and their sons who underwent stress testing (cold pressor test and mental arithmetic). No correlation between fathers' and sons' levels of reactivity were found. Certain personality traits such as hostility and anger directed inward have previously been shown to correlate with both reactivity and presence of arterial disease. In this study, hostility levels and assertiveness levels were measured and were found to correlate modestly with reactivity in the fathers but not in the sons. Sons showed less assertiveness and greater hostility overall; thus, restriction of the range of these variables may limit potential correlations with physiological measures in this group. Finally, although no family trends were observed, several of the adolescents did show extreme changes under stress, suggesting reactivity is a trait which is expressed early in life.